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for a bold quest of nature's secret 
by scientific methods, and it has 
manifested a constant tendency to retire 
from the vast arenas of life where men 
do battle with the weapons of material 
nature or struggle to build up political 
structures for the maintenance of the 
acquisitions of human labor in the past. 
At times tremendously brave, on the 
whole it is timid in regard to public 



issues and is prone to leave these to the 
care of the "worldling." Finally, unable 
after all to subsist long on pure con- 
templation, or, with aristocratic spirit, 
despairing of the spirituality of the 
masses, it resorts too frequently to those 
very externals in worship that it has 
sought to discard. Mysticism is not 
Christianity, but only a factor in the 
making of it. 



THE TEST OF PROPERTY 



REV. MARK KELLEY, D.D. 
Stone Church, Meadville, Pennsylvania 



Again we give our readers a study in the social application of Christianity in the 
form of a sermon. We do not want the magazine to be so academic as to lose the sense 
of religion and religious beliefs as vitally working affairs in life. The prevailing 
danger in all scholarship is that it shall deal with subject-matter rather than with folks. 
Truth is like acorns. It has to grow into and be transformed by a personality before 
it brings forth fruit. 



Luke 18:22: "One thing thou lackest yet: 
sell all that thou hast, and distribute unto 
the poor, and thou shalt have treasure in 
heaven: and come, follow me." 

There are several things about the 
man referred to in this quotation which 
should be noticed particularly in order 
that we may have a clear understanding 
of the case. He was very rich. The 
context says so; those are the precise 
words used, "he was very rich." I do 
not suppose that he was a millionaire, 
that he would compare favorably with 
our richest families as to the amount of 
his wealth; but he was nevertheless 
rich. Wealth is ever a relative term. 
The wealthy measure themselves by 



other folks. He had more property 
than most people around him. He not 
only had more property than other peo- 
ple, but much more, for he was very rich. 
He was also very honorable. He is called 
a ruler. It is probable that that means 
a ruler of the synagogue. Among his 
duties were those of keeping order in the 
synagogue and of deciding who should 
conduct the services. Only those who 
received his invitation could do so. 
Such a position was one of no small 
influence and honor. Only a man of 
parts and distinction would be selected 
for such a position; and it would be 
inevitable that outside of the synagogue 
a man in such a position would be 
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accorded very high honor and great 
deference. He was also very formal. 
That is clear from his being able to reply 
so readily to Christ's recital of the de- 
mands of the law, "AH these things have 
I observed from my youth up." He 
knew perfectly what was demanded of a 
good Jew and he faithfully and punctil- 
iously observed the requirements. It 
was not good form in his day to break 
the commandments. So he did not 
commit adultery or kill or steal or bear 
false witness or fail in honor to his father 
and mother. It would have been very 
bad form to do so. Yet this very rich, 
very honorable, very formal man was 
also very sorrowful. That is explicitly 
stated here: "When he heard these 
things he became exceeding sorrowful." 
It is also implied in the way in which he 
came to Jesus and in the question which 
he asked him : " Good Master, what shall 
I do to inherit eternal life?" A man 
who talks in that manner is not happy. 
He had the feeling that with all his 
wealth and all his honor and all his good 
form he lacked something — something 
vital, fundamental — and Jesus said that 
he did: "One thing thou lackest yet." 

The Pest ol Property 

That is and always has been the pest 
of property. It has a tendency to cut 
one off from, and shut one out of, the 
biggest and best things in life. The 
preacher sat in the music-room of a 
palatial home making a pastoral call 
upon one of his members. The floor 
was of teakwood inlaid with mahogany 
dovetailed across the seams. Across 
the hall were the parlor and dining- 
room, where the floors were of Circas- 
sian walnut tessellated like marble. 



Every mantel in the house was especially 
and originally designed and hand-carved, 
as was every chair, table, couch, bed, 
and even the picture-moldings. This 
member had just spent seventy-five 
thousand dollars on the interior of the 
house with as little unconcern as her 
pastor would have spent seventy-five 
cents. The designer, a man who has 
built many palaces for the rich, pro- 
nounced it the most perfect piece of 
work between New York and Chicago. 
He proudly exhibited one bedroom set 
which he said was the finest piece of 
designing and hand-carving on this side 
of the Atlantic. He had been given a 
perfectly free hand. He had been 
stopped nowhere except by the fact that 
there was nothing finer that could be 
had, there was nothing better that could 
be done. And yet the owner sat there 
in her music-room, tapped her slip- 
per impatiently on that elegant floor, 
drummed sharply on the table with a 
paper-cutter, and said with infinite bitter- 
ness in her voice: " I haven't a friend in 
this city. The people here care nothing 
for me. There isn't a woman who ever 
darkens my door because she wants to 
see me." The worst of it was that the 
pastor knew that she told the truth. 
The other day the papers announced 
that she had sold the house and removed 
to a larger city. The preacher was not 
surprised. Yet in that city are worlds 
of love and friendship. It is the pest of 
property that kept it away from her. 

That was what ailed the life of the 
man in the Gospel. He was afflicted 
by that pest of property, the tendency to 
keep a man away from the biggest and 
best things in life. It had kept him 
away from them. That is why Jesus 
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told him to sell it. He knew what was 
cutting this man off from that spiritual 
life his soul craved and without which 
it was unsatisfied no matter how great 
his honors and wealth, and even no 
matter how much he formally wor- 
shiped. That property stood between 
him and life's highest and best. 

Property is religion's hardest test. 
Very little religion has ever stood the 
test. In the vast majority of cases reli- 
gion breaks down utterly under the 
test of property. Up to date the indi- 
viduals or the nations that could gain 
the world without losing their own 
souls have been few indeed. Making 
money has stopped more prayers, si- 
lenced more testimonies, brought to an 
end more Christian service, and damned 
more Christians' souls than any other 
one thing that can be named. All other 
forms of temptation combined do not 
seduce as many Christians or cause the 
church to suffer as great losses in spirit- 
ual power as does property. It is the 
deadliest thing a Christian ever touches. 
It has ruined more preachers than lust, 
emptied more churches than pleasure, 
wrecked more Christian homes than 
drink. 

The surliest old curmudgeon in a 
congregation was so evidently the ruin 
of a better man that the preacher liked 
him from the first, though he had been 
the pet aversion of all his predecessors. 
He had lost his health, lost his friends, 
lost his religion, lost everything but his 
money, and it evidently would not be 
long until he lost that, for death would 
soon have him. One day a good old 
soul told the preacher what a power he 
had been in prayer. "What, that man 
a power in prayer!" he exclaimed. 



"Yes, indeed," his informant said, "he 
never missed a prayer-meeting, was a 
splendid Sunday-school superintendent, 
often led the class-meeting, was a great 
worker in revivals, and a man whose 
Christian life commanded the respect 
and admiration of the entire commu- 
nity." "What happened to him?" 
inquired the preacher. "Oh, he was 
made the manager of a stock-farm at a 
very handsome salary and the way 
opened for him to make some most lucra- 
tive investments. From that day a subtle 
change came over him." "How long 
is it since you have heard him speak or 
pray in a meeting ? " "At least twenty- 
five years." Nor did he ever open his 
mouth again in confession of his Lord 
until he died. And so he failed to stand 
the test. 

As with no other people now on the 
face of the earth, as with no other people 
that have ever been since time began, 
the religion of our people of the United 
States is now being put to the test of 
property. The wealth of the British 
Empire is enormous, yet within ten 
years' time "the United States has 
added to its resources a sum within five 
billions as large as the total wealth of 
Great Britain." The wealth of the 
German Empire is enormous or it would 
not be possible for her to finance such a 
war as she is now carrying on. Yet the 
increase in wealth in the United States 
in ten years' time has been equal to the 
total wealth of Germany. Our increase 
in wealth in ten years is thirty billions 
greater than the total wealth of France, 
twice that of Russia with all her vast 
possessions, three times that of Austria- 
Hungary, four times that of Italy. It 
would not be great exaggeration to say 
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that, at the present rate of increase, in 
another ten years we can "buy and 
sell" the rest of the world. During the 
first five years of this century the wealth 
of the United States increased at the 
rate of thirteen millions of dollars a day. 
For the last ten years the rate of in- 
crease has been twenty-two millions of 
dollars a day. That means that the 
wealth of every man, woman, and child 
is increasing at the rate of twenty-two 
cents a day. According to the law of 
averages, each individual in our country 
is worth, by the estimate of the Census 
Bureau, $1,870, or nearly $2,000. In a 
family of three the value of their prop- 
erty is $5,610. In ten years' time at the 
present rate this will have increased to 
$8,000. In two decades the average 
wealth per family will be $10,500. 

Rich our people are and richer they 
are to become. The movement of 
wealth today is into the hands of the 
American people. Does it mean our 
ruin ? Well, it means our testing. Our 
religion and morals are now being put to 
the grilling test of property. Will they 
stand the test? Can an American 
millionaire be as good a Christian as 
though he did not own a dollar in the 
world? Can an American woman be 
enormously wealthy and yet sit every 
day at the feet of her Savior, firmly con- 
vinced that her life does not consist in 
the abundance of the things she pos- 
sesses and that if she have not the 
Christ abiding within she is more hope- 
lessly lost than as if she were penniless 
on the street? Can our people have 
more of this world's goods than they 
can take put within easy reach and yet 
not take more than is good for them 
mentally, physically, and spiritually? 



Can they learn so to relate themselves 
to goods that life shall not thereby be 
robbed of the good? Can we have 
bodies that are clean, minds that are 
alert, and souls that are pure by ab- 
stemious living in spite of the fact 
that abundance beckons on every hand, 
that luxury solicits us at every turn, that 
self-indulgence, softness, and idleness 
are not only easy but are also the vogue ? 
Can we remain modest in spite of the 
fact that wealth puts within easiest 
reach every means for making immod- 
esty attractive? Can we prefer purity 
in spite of the fact that wealth offers 
ways of covering the repulsiveness of 
impurity and of relieving the suffering 
consequent upon it? Can we do the 
will of God with all our hearts in spite 
of the fact that never before were there 
offered such opportunities of gratify- 
ing the lust of the flesh and the lust of the 
eyes and the vainglory of life ? Can we 
conquer the pest of property and pre- 
vent its cutting us off from, and shutting 
us out of, the biggest and best things in 
life? Can we learn how to gain the 
world and not lose our souls? Can we 
have our fields bring forth such abund- 
ant store that our barns will not hold it 
and yet not be rich fools? Can we 
have so much that we have to pull down 
our barns and build greater and yet not 
say to ourselves, "Take thine ease, eat, 
drink, and be merry; for thou hast 
much goods laid up for many years"? 
Can we have all the property in the 
world and yet be rich toward God ? 

Renunciation Required 

Who will answer these questions? 
Will you ? I hesitate. Surely they are 
questions for the Christ. They are our 
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putting of the question which the rich 
young ruler asked when he came to the 
Master with his "What shall I do that 
I may inherit eternal life?" They are 
not questions to be academically con- 
sidered. Doubtless there are some of us 
who are going to lose our souls because 
we do not find the true answer to them. 
They are questions for us to take per- 
sonally to the Christ and press for an 
answer until we find that which makes 
clear to us our own course of action, 
that which leads us out of the sense of 
being cut off from God and robbed of the 
spiritual life into the sense of possessing 
God in all his fulness and power, and of 
knowing that we have eternal life whether 
our souls be required of us this night or 
any other night. They are questions 
for us to press upon Christ for an answer 
until he shows us personally what he 
meant by using the mammon of unright- 
eousness in such a way as so to win 
favor with God that when it fails he will 
receive us into the eternal habitations. 
How to use property so that it will not 
separate you from God but bind you to 
God more closely than you could have 
come without it — that is the secret of the 
Lord. But it is a secret we must learn 
or be damned by our gold. 

Jesus did not hesitate in his answer 
to the young ruler. His answer was 
instant in its readiness: "Sell all that 
thou hast, and distribute to the poor, 
and thou shalt have treasure in heaven: 
and come, follow me." Nothing could 
be more clear-cut than his direction as 
to what he was to do with the property. 
Nothing could be more specific than the 
promise as to what should come to him 
as the result of the action. He was to 
sell and distribute. That was definite 



enough as to what he should do. " And 
thou shalt have treasure in heaven" — 
that was specific enough as to the spirit- 
ual results that should attend the 
action. Nor do I believe that you, or I, 
or any other can gain eternal life on any 
other terms if we are possessed of prop- 
erty. But notice carefully what the 
terms are. They are these: that you 
shall absolutely take orders from God in 
the matter of what you do with your 
property. The property is not yours, 
but his. You must renounce your claim 
to it. I do not believe that you can 
save your soul on any other condition. 
If he says sell it, you will have to sell it 
even though such an action would seem 
the strangest thing in the world and 
would make you exceeding sorrowful. It 
is God's property, not yours, and God 
has a right to dispose of it as it pleases 
him. Absolute renunciation of property 
is demanded if we would be Christian. 
Said Jesus, "So therefore, whosoever 
he be of you that renounceth not all that 
he hath, he cannot be my disciple." 
Jesus did not say that this young man 
was to have no more property. He did 
not say but that double the amount of 
property he now had would come back 
into his hands shortly. All he said was 
that he was to dispose of that. The sale 
mayhave beenordered for no otherreason 
than to test out the man's recognition of 
God's ownership. On the other hand, 
it may have been that such a sale and 
distribution of property at that time by 
a disciple of Jesus would have greatly 
forwarded Jesus' work. But whatever 
may have been the reason for the order, 
the right of God to give the order should 
have had recognition. But the young 
man refused to obey the order. He 
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clung to the property. He lost his soul 
because he undertook to keep for himself 
that which was God's and which God 
told him to give to his poor. 

Nothing is said here that would indi- 
cate that it is wrong for a Christian to 
hold property. The only point is that it 
is wrong for a Christian to hold property 
away from the uses God wants it put to. 
He shall hold it always under God and at 
God's orders. It is God's property, not 
his. In accumulating property he is 
accumulating property for God, not for 
himself. In disposing of property he is 
disposing of property for God, not for 
himself. He is God's agent in every 
transaction he makes. God will give 
him a living out of the business, and a 
generous one too, but the ownership and 
direction of the business remain ever in 
God himself. 

Stewardship the Central Drive of 
Christian Ethics 

This fundamental teaching of the 
Gospels concerning property, coupled 
with the fact that we of today are being 
subjected to the property test in respect 
to our religion, makes it true that 
stewardship must become the central 
drive of Christian ethics in our genera- 
tion. Three outstanding things there 
are before the Kingdom today — missions, 
industrialism, and peace. Stewardship 
goes to the very bottom of each. What 
is it above all else that halts the work of 
extending the Christian civilization to 
foreign countries? The fact that God 
is refused control of the money that is 
possessed by Christian people. What is 
it that above all else occasions the strife 
and injustice and dissatisfaction in the 



industrialism of today? This question 
about property. Nothing else will so 
quickly bring about social justice as the 
recognition by Christian people that the 
ownership of property is vested in God 
and that every man who possesses 
property is God's steward and that in 
every business transaction he is acting 
on behalf of God; also that God has 
the absolute right to say what shall be 
done with his property. What is it 
above all else that prevents world-peace ? 
The strife for property. Nothing else 
strikes so surely at the very center of 
the difficulty as stewardship. The seas 
do not belong to England, but to God; 
and to God she must answer for the way 
in which she controls them. The right 
to rule does not belong to Germany, but 
to God; and to him she must answer for 
what she does to Belgium and to the 
Balkans and for her alliance with Turkey 
and for her history in the Congo Free 
State. Could God get control of the 
property that belongs to him now in the 
hands of Christian nations and Christian 
individuals, there would be speedy 
settlement of the world's greatest prob- 
lems; and there would be no chance to 
sneer because Christianity has broken 
down. 

Stewardship is our only chance for 
salvation. If we do not accept it, our 
religion will break down under the test 
of property. It is the only protection 
against the deadly virus of riches. You 
can hold as much wealth as God pleases 
without loss or danger to your spiritual 
life, without wrong or injustice to your 
fellow-men, so long as you practice 
stewardship in all your thinking and 
transactions. 



